Fact Sheet

Helping the voluntary sector support local communities

Starting a New Group

If you are thinking about starting a new community group this factsheet
will help you decide the best way to proceed

Before you start
Before you start you will need to think about what you want to do, why,
how and who will benefit from your group. This section will list some of
the things you need to think about.
Thinking about the questions in this section will also help you to decide
whether there is a real need for the group. If there is not, you will find it
difficult to get support and setting up and running the organisation will
be hard. You may need to do some basic research, to find some
evidence for the need for your group. Try to imagine yourself as
someone totally new to the idea and think about what you would need to
know to be convinced that it is a good idea. The questions below give
you a starting point.

What do you want to do?
You will probably have a good idea of your overall aim in setting up the
group, but it is important to really think this through. You need to be
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specific about what exactly the group will want to do, and what you plan
to do in order to achieve this:
 Will it offer a service to everyone or a certain group of people or will it
be of benefit solely to its members?
 What are the aims of the group?
 How do you want to achieve them?

Where do you want to do it?
Voluntary organisations vary in size from a support group covering a
local neighbourhood to major international charities like Oxfam.
Deciding on the geographical area you want to cover will be a balance
between deciding where the need is and what resources you have
available to do the work. You may want to work on a large scale but only
have the people and the money to cover your local area. In which case,
start small and work up – do not overstretch yourselves.

Who will benefit from your group?
Will your services be open to everyone within the geographical area
covered? Or will you provide a service for a particular group of people –
those affected by a specific issue for example? Defining your user
group is an important part of planning your new organisation. Don’t
forget that you will almost certainly have limited resources. If the
community has a special need or is particularly vulnerable then you will
need to take this into account in your service and funding plans.

Is anyone else doing it already?
If there is already an organisation in your area doing the same kind of
work as you plan to do, you need to consider carefully whether there is
really a need for the new group. You may not like the way that an
existing organisation is providing their service, but setting up in direct
competition is rarely successful. Consider talking to the existing
organisation about your ideas. You may find that they have good
reasons for working in the way they do or they may want to work with
you to improve their service. Duplicating work will not help either group
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when it comes to getting support, funding or volunteers. There needs to
be something new and unique about your organisation, or you are likely
to find it difficult.

Could you work with other groups?
If there is a group outside the geographical area you want to cover
doing the same kind of work, perhaps you could work with them to set
up and run your new group. If there are similar groups (with whom your
work does not overlap too much) in the same geographical area, maybe
you could share premises or meet to discuss work.

What will your group be called?
This is often one of the hardest bits to get right when setting up a new
group. Good names are:
 Available – some names are already registered. If you are
considering registering as a charity you cannot use a name that is the
same or too similar to an existing charity (check the register of
charities at http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/)
 Pronounceable – not too complicated.
 Suitable – look for something appropriate.
 Timeless – that won’t date easily.
 Meaningful – to explain what you do or convey an image.
Getting Started

When you have established that there is a need for your group and
decided on a name, the next step is to put some structures in place to
help with the smooth running of the group. However small and informal
you want the group to be, it is worth having some rules so everyone
involved is clear about what the group can and cannot do, and how it
will do it. If you are planning to apply for grants to help achieve your
group’s aims, any grant-making body you apply to will want to see a
copy of the rules you use.
See Fact sheet: Constitutions.
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You will also need to establish roles for the people involved in the group.

An Action Plan
There is a lot to think about when setting up a new group. This fact
sheet should give some structure to these thoughts, but it is also helpful
to put a plan together. Spend some time identifying goals, thinking about
how you will achieve them, and sharing out tasks. Get people involved
at this stage so that people know what they are working towards and
work can be shared fairly. It also makes it easier to get support and
funding if you have a plan and an agreed vision of what you want to do
and how you want to do it.

Adopting a constitution
A constitution is a legal document that sets out rules for governing a
group. There are many model constitutions that are freely available
which you can adapt for your own needs. Voluntary Impact
Northamptonshire can help you find the right constitution for your group.

Having a written set of rules is important because:
• It ensures that the group’s aims are clear and agreed by its members
• It provides mechanisms for making decisions and resolving disputes
• It helps you gain credibility with supporters and funders
• It helps clarify liability and lines of responsibility
• It is necessary if you want to register as a charity or raise funds
through grants

• It lays out how committee members can be appointed

The main sections in a constitution are:
• Name
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• Objects (aims) and beneficiaries, and area of benefit if defined
• Powers (what the group can and cannot do)
• Procedures and rules for running the organisation, including:
membership
 annual general meetings and other membership meetings
 the management committee
 officers and committee meetings
 keeping financial accounts


•

Alterations to the constitution (how is this done?)

•

Dissolution (what will happen if the group disbands?)

Getting a Committee
A voluntary group cannot be a one-person show, however energetic or
driven that
person is. While you do need to make a personal commitment, you
shouldn’t be alone.
You can start a group with three people, but up to five is a good number
to start planning with.
You will need a minimum of three people on the management
committee, usually taking the roles of chair, treasurer and secretary.
The management committee’s key role is to manage the group’s affairs
between general meetings (where all members are involved in
decisions).
The constitution should include a section saying how many people
should sit on the committee, and how long they are elected to the
committee for. When you first set up, you will need people to agree to
sit on the management committee and sign the constitution. These
people will act as committee members until the first general meeting
when the group’s members will elect the committee.
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The committee is responsible for making sure that the group works
within the constitution and within the law, and is responsible for handling
the finances of the group.

Holding your first General Meeting
General meetings, or a meeting of all the members of your new group,
are usually where the constitution is agreed and the time to elect the
new management committee. Thereafter you will need to hold an
Annual General Meeting (AGM). Your constitution will include details of
how to hold the AGM and what needs to be included.

Opening a bank account
A bank account opened in the name of your group is another
requirement if you intend to apply for a grant to finance the group’s
activities. To open an account your committee will need to complete a
form called a “form of mandate”, available from the bank where you are
opening the account. The form will tell the bank who is authorised to
sign cheques (the “signatories”), and may ask for detailed information
about these people. Usually voluntary groups have a rule in their
constitution that states that two signatories are required for cheques. It
is good practice (and sometimes required by grant giving bodies) that
the two signatories are not related, or in a relationship with each other.

Policies and Procedures
Depending on the aims of your group you may need certain policies and
procedures in place; for example if you will be working with children and
young people then you will need a Child Protection Policy. Voluntary
Impact Northamptonshire has a list of policy templates on the website
which can be downloaded and adapted as required. We can also advise
on which policies and procedures you may require.
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Further Information
Charity Commission – www.charitycommission.gov.uk
Northamptonshire Community Foundation – www.ncf.uk.com

Voluntary Impact Northamptonshire - T: 01604 637522 or email
info@voluntaryimpact.org.uk. Website: www.voluntaryimpact.org.uk

This is one in a series of fact sheets produced by Voluntary Impact Northamptonshire,
on subjects of interest to voluntary and community groups. It is intended for guidance
only and is not a comprehensive statement of the law. Whilst all reasonable care has
been taken in preparing this publication, Voluntary Impact Northamptonshire cannot
assume any responsibility for any errors, omissions or inaccuracies.
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